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Abstract 
This paper presents a relatively new approach to investigate the Principals’ leadership behaviours. Qualitative data gathered 
through interviews with Principals from eight secondary schools (four urban and four rural) in Sabah and Sarawak will be 
collated and mapped against Jack Welch’s typology of leadership (Bryne, 1998; Shanley, 2005), namely “E to the fourth power” 
leadership model. This typology serves as a dynamic way for obtaining insights into principals who occupy the apex of 
leadership and management in the school’s social system. The leadership behaviours will be mapped against school performance. 
Results and findings will be discussed. 
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1. Introduction 
This paper highlights the preliminary findings on the views of eight Principals in secondary schools about their 
roles in creating a harmonious (3R – reading, writing and arithmetic) and 1R (relationship-building) school 
environment to enhance teaching and learning. 
The discourse on leadership has been as long as human civilisation itself. However, while human development 
has somehow reached the stage of ‘momentary’ equilibrium in terms of understanding its natural growth and 
processes (‘momentary’ because of human’s insatiable quest to know more and hence, continuous manipulation 
through genetic modification or engineering), leaders and their corresponding leadership behaviours have somehow 
eluded us further.  
Hence, the debate on what leadership behaviours are best is still as hot as ever. No one leadership behaviour or 
style suits all situations. For example, a paternalistic leadership style may be appropriate for organisations whose 
members prefer to wait for and receive instructions but may be inappropriate for organisations with a creative 
culture. However, we can all unanimously agree that leadership behaviour of the person holding the highest 
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authority in any organisation is perhaps the most potent factor influencing organisational effectiveness (Jorde-
Bloom, Sheerer and Britz, 1991). In the context of schools, the Principals occupy this position. 
 
2. Changing environments of schools in Malaysia 
 
With only another ten years to realise her Vision 2020 developed status, Malaysia is experiencing rapid fluxes in 
the social, technological, economic, environmental and political (STEEP) landscapes. Schools, even if they are 
hallowed learning institutions, are not immune to these changes in their external environments. As part of the rising 
dominance of market culture in education, schools have been recontextualised with explicit assertions that they 
share the main characteristics of other commodities traded in the market place. Education-as-a-commodity requires 
to be packaged, delivered and marketed as efficiently as possible. Within this culture of enterprise education, a new 
discourse is generated in which terms like CEO, stakeholders, customers, balanced scorecard are used.  
Needless to say, schools and other learning institutions have to move in tandem with these changes to remain 
relevant. The multitude of initiatives and the rapidity with which they are implemented, for example, ranking system 
of schools to gauge their competitiveness and effectiveness, the use of Key Performance Indicators (KPI) and the 
introduction of School Improvement Performance (SIP) all meant that schools are hard pressed to produce good 
academic results, which are quantifiable (the number of As) and measurable (percentage of passes etc). 
With the hard, tangible academic measures (3R) being the primary concern, are the Principals concerned with 
relationship-building (1R) in their schools?  
 
3. Principal-as-leader  
 
Do these Principals see relationship then as an important source of school harmony? How do they balance these 
roles in stimulating academic success whole fostering close relationships? As leaders, they help to establish a clear 
and consistent vision for the school, which emphasises the prime purposes of the school as teaching and learning 
and is highly visible to both staff and students. In this respect, they certainly can influence the school environment 
and climate. 
Numerous researches have been carried out on leadership styles, namely transformational (Silins & Mulford, 
2002), instructional (Edmonds, 1979) and distributed leadership (Ogawa & Bossert, 1995), (Robinson, Lloyd & 
Rowe, 2008). While most of these researches analyse leadership as a type/style, this paper attempts to view 
leadership as a process or behaviour, by using Welch’s Theory of 4Es or “E to the fourth power” typology (Bryan, 
1998). Welch is one great business leader who was able to turn around an ailing company through his extraordinary 
and innovative leadership.   
 
4. Theory of the 4 Es of Leadership  
 
This leadership dynamic, as postulated by Welch, says that the leader is only as effective as those with whom 
he/she surrounds him/herself with. Figure 1 shows the leadership typology with its definitions. It can be seen that 
leaders need to have energy to do work, able to energise individuals, able to execute tasks effectively and have a 
competitive edge to succeed.  
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                                      Figure 1. Theory of 4Es of Leadership 
 
 
5. Research Methodology 
 
Data is drawn from eight Principals of secondary schools in Sabah and Sarawak, with four in each state. From the 
four, two are urban and two are rural schools. Unstructured interviews were conducted with the Principals. Their 
responses revealed their conceptions of their roles as Principals and of the skills and activities that had gone into 
their efforts to fill that role. Further, the Principals’ responses revealed their administrative attitudes and concepts of 
educational leadership. Observations complemented the interviews in analysing these data. 
 
 
 
                       
               Principal’s 4Es: 
                 Energy 
                 Energise                   3R or 3R + 1R                                    School  
                 Execution         Performance 
                 Edge                 
  
 
 
 
                                    Figure 2. Research Framework 
 
Figure 2 illustrates the relationship of how the individual Principal’s leadership behaviours, mediated by his or 
her concern for 3R or 3R+1R, affect the school performance. 
 
6. School Motto 
 
Leaders essentially are guided by their visions, which act as roadmap to the construction of their organisations. 
Table 1 gives us an insight into the Principals’ vision for their schools. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Energise 
Leaders energise 
teams, and don’t 
intimidate them 
Energy 
Leaders have 
tremendous personal 
energy 
Execution 
Leaders are action-
oriented, and are 
focused on getting 
results 
Edge 
Leaders have a 
competitive edge 
and a will to win 
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Table 1. School Motto 
 
Name of School (pseudonym) Motto 
AS What We Do, We Follow Through 
MS Dare to Stand Alone 
PD Knowledge the Basis of Happiness 
LT Knowledge, Spiritual Faith, Practice 
KT Knowledge, Discipline, Service, SMK … Excellence 
Forever 
KM Excellent Scholarship 
MD Sting, Marudian, Sting 
WP Forward Forward ... 
 
 
7. Discussion 
 
7.1 Principal’s Level of Energy 
 In Table 2, the Principals had different levels of energy targeted at different activities. However, it should be 
noted that the Principal of KM appeared less energetic and this was evident during the interview session. The 
Principal merely read out responses from the prepared school resource book. 
 
Table 2. Principal’s Level of Energy 
 
AS MS PD LT KT KM MD WP 
Bountiful 
energy; on 
day of 
research, 
Principal 
talking and 
encouraging 
school 
debating 
team, then 
off to 
discipline a 
student 
Very 
energetic; 
not in the 
school on 
day of 
research; 
frequently 
attending 
meetings/ 
seminars 
(synchronise 
with a 
student’s 
remark: 
Principal 
“lebih 
pentingkan 
aktiviti luar 
drp pelajar” 
(more 
concerned 
on outside 
activities 
than 
students) 
Energetic; 
regularly 
goes to staff 
room; 
appears in 
TV for 
motivational 
talks 
Slow and 
quiet 
talker; 
moves 
slowly  
Energetic; 
seen 
having 
many 
discussions 
with 
teachers 
Unenergetic; 
keeps 
himself to 
his office; 
interview 
session was 
boring   
Energetic; 
full of 
ideas; seen 
buying 
dustbin for 
school 
Energetic; 
management 
by walking 
around 
school; 
perky 
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7.2 Principal’s Ability to Energise 
     In Table 3, it is interesting to note that the Principals have their own strategies to energise their teachers and 
students. One notable sentiment is that of the Principal of KT, which rings in accord with that of Oppenheimer 
(2003, p. 403) who says that, 
 
“Before schools sink much further, they (should)…attend to their basic responsibility 
of fixing leaky roofs and crumbling playgrounds and erecting enough buildings to offer 
uncrowded classrooms (and)…include…funding the many valuable curricular 
priorities (of) music and the arts, books, physical education, field trips, additional 
teachers, all of which have been cut back to make way for technology.” 
 
 
Table 3. Principal’s ability to energise others 
 
AS MS PD LT KT KM MD WP 
Main 
philosophy: 
must have 
passion, stay 
relevant (not 
just 
figurehead) 
 
Walks the talk 
(you must 
know students, 
students must 
know you) 
 
Source of 
encouragement 
to students. 
 
Tells teachers: 
strength of a 
teacher lies in 
the worth of a 
teacher – what 
added value do 
you have?  
 
Believes in 
optimising 
time in school, 
so teachers and 
students can 
stay at home 
during 
weekend 
 
Work with the 
core group = 
senior 
assistants, 
panel heads 
(badan 
perancangan 
strategic 
sekolah) 
(school 
strategic and 
planning 
committee) 
Work 
principle: 
enjoy doing! 
 
Ideas mooted 
by Principal: 
Development 
plans (Phase 
1/2/3) 
 
Tekad 
Perdana 
2006-2010 
 
Program 
Mengalai 
(students 
must learn at 
least one 
dance) 
 
Initiate 
action 
research & 
innovation 
under R&D 
 
Encourages 
teachers to 
apply for 
“Guru 
Cemerlang” 
(Teacher of 
Distinction)  
Follows 5 
leadership 
principles: 
- Delegate 
- Empower 
- Follow up 
- Evaluate 
- Appreciate 
 
Visits staff 
room often 
as he 
believes in 
being 
friendly. 
 
Uses reverse 
psychology 
in 
disciplining 
students 
 
 Philosophy: 
being and be 
with others. 
 
Passionate 
about 
teaching 
(vocation) 
 
Goes to the 
staff room, 
talks with 
teachers as 
one of the 
ways to get 
to know 
them 
 
Develop and 
coach young 
teachers; tell 
expectations 
to teachers 
and after 1/6 
months, 
come back 
to Principal 
to tell what 
they’ve 
learned 
 
Tell  
old/senior 
teachers not 
to “tutur 
kapur” 
(chalk and 
talk)  
 
Checks 
teachers’ 
lesson plans 
Philosophy: 
enjoy 
learning and 
find meaning 
in learning 
 
Always 
thinking of 
ways to  get 
students to 
come to 
school.  
 
Rationale: 
Lack of 
facilities 
affect 
attendance of 
students. 
 
Strategy = 
fix all basic 
infrastructure 
such as 
changed all 
doors, 
cemented 
assembly 
square, new 
softboards, 
toilets with 
water and 
pails (80% 
achieved) 
Instal 
ASTRO to 
curb “vice to 
wise”  
 
Energise 
teachers to 
read and tell 
stories; share 
with 
students, 
only then 
students will 
read. Current 
Give teachers 
administrative 
duties apart 
from 
teaching. 
 
Energise 
students by 
rewarding 
RM1000 for 
8A (PMR), 
10A (SPM), 
4A (STPM)  
Energise teachers 
and students by 
initiating many 
programmes such 
as: 
-  “anak angkat” 
(foster care), -
“excellent class 
award” 
(Commonwealth); 
-programme 
“buta 
huruf”(illiterate) 
-Bilik Permata 
Galeri (Awards 
Gallery) 
-Anugrah Asrama 
Terbilang (Best 
Hostel Award) 
-Mini Museum 
-Art Gallery 
-Incentives for 
Co-Curriculum 
-Incentives for 
Academic 
Achievement 
-Agriculture 
 
Philosophy: to 
help students 
to be 
successful in 
life and do so 
by mounding 
their 
personalities. 
 
Principal with 
a heart; must 
rule with 
compassion. 
If no school 
wants to take 
in students 
who are 
expelled from 
other schools, 
will take them 
in to give 
them a 
chance.  
 
Instituted 
thumbprint 
machine for 
clocking 
in/out and 
uses this for 
positive and 
negative 
reinforcement. 
 
Started school 
website, 
school 
magazine and 
bulletin board. 
 
In school for 
full day so 
teachers can 
come and see 
her anytime 
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reading per 
student 1:7, 
target 1:20. 
Encouraged 
“self 
learning” 
among 
teachers and 
implemented 
“green card” 
(self-
appraisal) 
 
 
 
7.3 Principal’s Execution 
Execution is the act of delivering or to bring into effect or to completion. As leaders, the Principals must be 
articulate in their communications and to ensure that their teachers, students and other stakeholders understand 
them. In this respect, language plays a very important role. Thus, Principals with a language or communications 
background should stand in better stead. Is it a co-incidence, from Table 4, that the qualifications of these Principals, 
except for KM and MD, are in language or communications discipline? 
 
Table 4. Principal’s ability to execute 
 
Principal Qualification 
AS History major, English minor; but concentrate in 
English 
MS Social Science/Mass communication 
PD Bahasa Malaysia 
LT English 
KT English 
KM History 
MD Physics/Add Math 
WP English 
 
 
7.4 Principal’s Edge 
Do these eight Principals have a competitive edge and a will to win? Here, only Principals in AS and MS show a 
competitive streak to rise or maintain in the school rankings. Nevertheless, these two Principals are vocal of the 
shortcomings of how these rankings are based. Principal of AS felt that schools should be rewarded based on 
individual improvement for example, if one school has an improvement of 40% and the year after, 50%, this shows 
improvement and should, therefore, be duly rewarded. This Principal also remarked that schools, which are already 
fully equipped, are in an advantageous position. She quoted an example of one school, which was ranked very high 
and was thus given a big budget, but because the school is already fully equipped, the budget was not utilised. 
According to her, high-performing schools should be left to the Principal to manage so that Ministry of Education 
can concentrate on the poorer achieving schools. 
The Principal of MS has an additional pressure to live up to public expectations as the school has produced many 
cabinet ministers. This Principal was also of the opinion that day schools are not at level playing field to compete 
with boarding schools, which receives elite students.The other six Principals, interestingly, are not duly worried or 
concerned about their rankings. Principal of KT said the education ministry should look at the contexts of the 
schools. Rural schools are in no way compatible with urban schools. This Principal cited that while his counterparts 
are drilling in academic achievements, he is occupied with fixing toilets or doors or trying to get his students to 
come to school and read. To him, his success is measured by students’ attendance, and that students do not want to 
go home after school. Another point raised was urban kids are different from rural kids for example, when there are 
extra classes, rural kids do not attend. In this aspect, the Principal forged a relationship with parents and holds 
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“Koperasi Day” (Co-operative Day) and meeting with clients (parents). He concurred with Principal of AS that 
school ranking should be individually based. 
The Principal of KM raised an interesting point. This Principal mentioned that his school is currently ranked in 
the thousand. But he is motivated because if he can rise by at least 300 places, he will be rewarded whereas his 
counterparts whose schools are in the top rankings do not have “300” steps to climb. However, he was not bothered 
by the ranking as all schools are different. What is important is to achieve the school’s vision.  
The Principal of MD is in a school which has 1400 students but about 1000 students are of the Orang Ulu 
community. He felt that school policies should be left to the teachers’ union to decide, not politicians. He has been 
very vocal of the recent changes made to schools and because of this, he was called up. When he sought advice from 
his former teacher, he was enlightened when his mentor said, “nobody will throw stones at trees that don’t bear 
fruits.” This Principal now concentrates on staff and student development, and initiates many school programmes 
such as illiteracy programme (program buta huruf), which is an interventionist programme to gather students who 
cannot read and write into small groups; program anak angkat (foster care programme) whereby every teacher is 
given a number of weak students to take care; and the anugrah klas terbaik (best class award), an alternative to 
merit/demerit system, where the criteria include physical cleanliness, personality (sahsiah) of class members, 
academic achievement of class members, co-curricular activities and class attendance. He likens the class members 
to the buttons in a keyboard, hence emphasising team spirit or esprit de corps. He is very passionate about this 
award and his school was a candidate for the Commonwealth Good Practice award.  
The Principal of PD is also not concerned over the rankings as for him, students’ discipline is his utmost priority. 
He believes that better discipline will be translated into better performance. He is on a mission to change the 
mindsets of teachers and students who still hold on to such beliefs such as “esok masih ada” (There is still 
tomorrow) or “tak kan lari gunung dikejar” (The mountain will not run away) as what is important is to do your 
best today.  
 
8. Leading in 1R 
 
While all the Principals are concerned that their students must be able to do the basic 3Rs – reading, writing, 
arithmetic, how far are they serious in establishing the 1R in their schools? 
The Principal of AS has a multi-ethnic school. In good classes, students mix very well, but in weak classes, they 
mix by ethnic origin. According to this Principal, this is due to language barriers. The real challenge, therefore, is 
working with weak children. This Principal would use reverse psychology on them. For example, if the boys come 
unshaven to school, this Principal would tell the boys that they should be very proud to have facial hair because they 
have turned into men. In addition, for official functions, it is school tradition not to have Muslim prayer (doa). But 
in public exams, all students will gather in exam hall, where Muslim students will be separated from non-Muslims, 
and the Ustaz will pray first, followed by other prayers. 
The Principal of MS believes that a lot of learning takes place outside class, hence she advocates that students go 
out, meet people, do projects, and learn how to solve problems. School activities, besides teaching and learning, 
would include numerous co-curricular activities such as Chinese New Year, Kaamatan, Hari Raya and Deepavali 
celebrations. There are also inter-school programmes such as cultural and sports programmes. Students are 
encouraged to learn many languages and compulsory to know at least one dance. This is because they may be sent 
overseas and these skills would come in handy. This Principal is of the strong belief that mixed interactions would 
create new, competitive culture which is uniting (no factions). She would go from class to class to instil on the 
principle of kemenjadian manusia (process of becoming humans). 
The Principal of PD laments that his school has more than 90% Chinese students. Being a motivational speaker, 
he emphasises on four aspects of students’ kemenjadian sahsiah (personality development), which are, 
responsibility to study, respect parents and teachers, respect friends regardless of religion and good manners. He 
involves the parents as he believes that their involvement would reduce disciplinary problems. To him, his school 
has to be clean, “good” noise, co-curriculum activities and few disciplinary issues.  
As for LT, the Principal is passionate about the success of his teachers and students. As he believes in the four 
important school processes - teaching-learning (academic), character building, managing co-curricular activities and 
discipline control - he makes sure that his teachers and students go through the processes as people remember things 
which happen outside the classroom. He used the simile “have to be in the field to kick the ball”. Another action 
instituted was the ICL (I Can Learn) programme whereby weak students would be placed in a class and they learn at 
different rates. He too teaches, especially in the exam classes. He would change the students’ sitting positions to 
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ensure that they are inter-racially mixed. To engage the weak students, he has bought three lion heads and is proud 
that the lion head leaders come from different ethnic groups. A significant improvement was the weak students do 
not regard the school as tuition centres anymore, but do engage actively in school activities now.  
The Principal of KT was honest to reveal that his school ranked nearly the lowest but to him, that is not 
important. What mattered most to him was to get his students to come to school and to read. To achieve this, he 
established a good relationship with students and teachers. He encouraged all teachers to read and to tell stories to 
their students. He advised teachers to be conscious on the language they use as language can create feelings of 
happiness. He modified an Australian reading programme to suit his school needs. In his aspiration to achieve 
sekolah harapan (school of hope) by 2011, he has improved 80% of the school’s infrastructure, changed the 
mindsets of teachers, hold frequent parent-teacher meetings and hold community development programmes via the 
village headmen. He will monitor the teachers’ works for example, the frequency count for activities carried out. He 
ensures that his relationship with teachers is solid. 
The Principal of KM unfortunately, appeared comparatively less engaged to lead in this aspect of relationship 
building.  His work ethic is mono ethnic-based. When asked what his legacy to the school would be, he said that he 
wished to leave an efficient financial system behind.  
The Principal of MD is pre-occupied with tackling social problems among his students such as handphones, 
fighting among different ethnic groups, smoking, drinking and girl-boy issues. To keep the students out of trouble, 
he improved on the hostel facilities and got the artistic students to draw murals on the school walls. Going into his 
school is like walking into an open space art gallery, with picturesque murals depicting sceneries of natural 
landscapes adorning the school walls.  
To curb absenteeism among students, the Principal of WP, self-professed “Principal with a heart”, gets students 
involved in sports and other co-curricular activities and introduces prizes in school competitions such as rugby and 
oratory. She believes that communications with teachers and students is important. Hence, she would stay in school 
from morning to evening so that she is available for them. She has started an orphan’s fund to help students whose 
parent has passed away. 
In summary, these Principals, in varying degrees, do engage in relationship-building activities among teachers 
and students. They all agree that good relationships among them, teachers, students and the general orientation of 
the school community facilitate the development of a harmonious teaching-learning environment. As mentioned by 
the Principal of AS, “Principals set the tone for the school. When they about AS, they talk about me, so must work 
as a team.”  
 
9. School Performance 
               
It is very tempting to define performance as per the Ministry of Education, which is the hard, measurable 
academic achievement. However, to do so, in the author’s view, is to do great injustice to the eight schools.  
 The school visits revealed scenes and things that could not be captured by the hard figures. How do you capture 
students’ enthusiasm in class, their greetings and polite mannerisms, their willingness to help their teachers, their 
smiles, their mural paintings that look so real, teachers’ generosity in paying for their students’ expenses and taking 
students for haircuts? The author and co-researchers had the privilege of observing all these and much more. It is so 
gratifying to walk down a school corridor with students smiling and greeting you, and to hear “good” voice (as 
coined by Principal of PD) encapsulating teachers and students’ class learning. It appears that learning in three 
dimensions (books-machine-people) is much more important to the long-term development of the students than 
learning confined to simulations and virtuality. 
In this respect, the authors are of the view that all these eight schools are performing very well in their own right. 
Greenfield (1986) and Bates (1992) have argued that there is a crucial school leadership-culture relation and a 
school leadership-values relation which can only be understood by reference to the specific school setting. All eight 
schools face different physical, social and cultural variables. Hence, guided by their own values as shown in Table 5, 
and complemented by their respective 4Es, these Principals lead in ways which they think are best and well-suited 
for their schools. 
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Table 5. Values held by individual Principals 
 
Principal Values 
AS Respect, trust, learn 
MS Good character (sahsiah), experiential learning 
PD Responsible, respect, good manners 
LT Character becoming, or come into being, of the student, 
becoming of the teacher, learn to live with others 
KT Love to read, love to come to school 
KM Good character (sahsiah) 
MD Good character 
WP Success in life, good personality 
                 
    Regardless of their school ranking, these Principals have performed well, in varying degrees, through their 
leadership behaviours. AS and MS remain as schools of choice for the parents. PD has since seen a decrease in 
disciplinary problems and parents now understand that their children need to go to school. LT, since initiating the 
Nilam (reading) programme every Tuesday, 7am-7.45am, the whole school is now reading. KT has seen an increase 
in students’ attendance in school. KM has attracted more students to school. MD has reduced absenteeism because 
of the expanded hostel infrastructure. WP has managed to reduce its rate of gangsterism, truancy and smoking. 
 
10.Conclusion 
               
    Greenfield (1986) has argued that ‘organisations are built on the unification of people and values’. The 
responsibilities of educational leadership are to build educational institutions around central values. Clearly, the 
values advocated by the Principals are those of democratic culture (1R). With these values, the values of market 
culture (3R) can be realised. In other words, 1R acts as the glue to bring all the important school stakeholders 
together and make the realisation of the market culture (3R) easier. Together with the leadership qualities of 4Es – 
energy, energise, execute and edge – the school performance can be measured, both quantitatively and qualitatively. 
The central question now is: are the authorities in the Ministry of Education willing to listen to grassroots? 
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